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Fighting the Opium Trade in Afghanistan:
Myths, Facts, and Sound Policy
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Poppy Cultivation: Myths and Facts

Myth: Opium poppy cultivation is skyrocketing throughout Afghanistan.

Fact:
While overall opium poppy cultivation has increased in Afghanistan over the
last two years, the number of provinces cultivating poppy has in fact
decreased.
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USG All Source Poppy Cultivation Projections for 2008 in Afghanistan
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Myth: Afghan poppy is only grown by poor farmers.

Fact:

The poor farmers in Afghanistan’s mountainous North and East who grew
poppy two to three years ago have now mostly stopped, as security,
governance and development opportunities have improved in these areas. In
the South, where most of the poppy is now grown, cultivation is organized by
wealthy traffickers and big landowners who plant poppy because of high
profits and the absence of law enforcement in insecure areas.
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Myth: The United Nations is predicting another significant increase in the Afghan
poppy crop in 2008.

Fact:

On the contrary, recent reporting suggests that poppy cultivation will not
increase significantly and that the poppy crop is increasingly contained in
five contiguous Southern provinces.
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Myth: Farmers plant poppy because they have been doing so for generations; it is
part of their culture, and they have no alternatives available.

Fact:
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Many Afghan farmers who previously grew viable traditional crops have
abandoned traditional crops in the last seven years in order to grow poppy.
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Myth: Many farmers are coerced by drug traffickers into planting poppy.

Fact:
We have seen very little to suggest that poor farmers are coerced at gunpoint
to plant poppy with any regularity. It is more common that financial
incentives rather than physical pressure from traffickers keep farmers
planting.
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Poppy Eradication: Myths and Facts

Myth: The U.S. thinks the best way to solve Afghanistan’s drug problem is to simply
eradicate the poppy fields.

Fact:
Successful counternarcotics campaigns in the Andes, Thailand, Burma,
Pakistan and India have taught us that a balanced and coordinate effort is
the only way to achieve sustainable reductions in drug production. The
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan has developed a comprehensive
counternarcotics strategy widely supported in the international community,
and the U.S. Government has a similarly balanced supporting strategy.
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Myth: The U.S. is planning to execute an aerial spray eradication program in
Afghanistan despite opposition from the sovereign Afghan governmenti

Fact:
The U.S., the UK, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, and ISAF partners

collectively advocate a policy of forced, non-negotiated, targeted poppy
eradication in Afghanistan, to be carried out exclusively by force-protected
ground teams employing manual eradication methodst
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Narcotics and the Insurgency: Myths and Facts

Myth: The narcotics trade and the Taliban-led insurgency are unrelated or only
tangentially related. The counternarcotics effort wastes precious resources that

would be better spent fighting the insurgency.

Fact:

The opium trade and the insurgency are closely related. Poppy cultivation
and insurgent violence are correlated geographically, and opium now
provides the Taliban with a portion of its revenues.
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Interdiction: Myths and Facts

Myth: Everyone knows who the high-value drug traffickers are in Afghanistan.
Why don’t we just arrest them?

Fact:

When there is sufficient evidence, drug traffickers are brought to justice,
either in Afghan or U.S. courts. More importantly, the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan remains focused on disrupting the trade and cutting off the
funding that supports the traffickers and the insurgency in Afghanistan.
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Political Will to Fight the Drug Trade: Myths and Facts

Myth: Counternarcotics is a fight waged by certain outside countries, not the
Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.

Fact:
The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan leads the fight against Afghan poppy
cultivation and trafficking, with unified allied support. Drugs harm
Afghanistan. The trade fuels insecurity and the insurgency. It weakens
governance and drug addiction in Afghanistan is increasing.
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Myth: The Islamic Republic of Afghanistan lacks the will or the capacity to take
serious action against the drug trade. Why doesn’t the Islamic Republic of
Afghanistan remove corrupt officials from line ministries, and appoint strong
provincial governors able to crack down on drugs in the provinces?

Fact:
Where the security situation allows, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan can

and does take action on the drug trade; as the recent successes in Balkh,
Badakshan and Nangarhar demonstrate. All of these provinces are expected
to show significant decreases in poppy cultivation in 2008 and are taking
significant steps to go after traffickers as well.
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Myth: The easiest way to solve the drug problem is to buy all the opium, a solution
the U.S. and the U.K. refuse to consider.

Fact:

The Afghan National Drug Control Strategy (NDCS) rejects magic bullets
like buying crops from farmers. The governments of Afghanistan, the United
Kingdom, and the United States are opposed to the legalization of opium in
Afghanistan, as are the relevant technical agencies of the United Nations.
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